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Introduction 
Distributive trades are a vital sector 
of the European economy, acting 
as an interface between producers 
and consumers. The industry 
accounts for around one third of the 
total number of enterprises within 
the European economy. Indeed, 
there are over 5 million enterprises 
operating within this activity in the 
EU. Many of these enterprises 
remain family-run businesses. 
Employment estimates from 
National Accounts data put EU 
employment within distributive 
trades at over 22 million persons, 
accounting for more than 15% of 
the total number of persons 
occupied. Value added at market 
prices within commerce was 
responsible for more than 12% of 
European wealth created. 
The differences seen in retail 
formats between countries may be 
explained due to cultural, demo­
graphic and sociological factors. 
The role of women in the labour 
force, income levels, the degree of 
urbanisation, car ownership levels 
and the supply of local produce all 
contribute to explain the devel­
opment of consumption trends. 
This short report details the most 
recent data collected under the 
Council Regulation concerning 
structural business statistics (EC, 
EURATOM) No. 58/97 of 20 
December 1996. The data 
collected cover all enterprises 
within the distribution business 
population. An extraction from the 
database was made during April 
1999. The Regulation contains an 
annex that is specific to distributive 
trades (Annex 3) which foresees 
additional information on this 
important sector of the European 
economy. 
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(1) 1995 data. 
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(4) 1995 dala; excluding NACE Rev. 1 Groups 5 0 . 1 . 50.3, 51.1 and Classes 52.12, 52 .31. 
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Table 1: main indicators, 1996 
Number of enterprises and number of persons employed 
Table 1 presents the main 
variables collected by the SBS 
Regulation (structural business 
statistics). The data give a broad 
picture of the economic importance 
of the distributive activity within the 
European economy. It is of interest 
to note that despite the fact that the 
highest number of enterprises 
exists in Italy, total turnover is much 
lower than in either France, 
Germany or the United Kingdom. 
There were nevertheless almost 
as many persons employed within 
distributive trades in Italy as there 
were in France. 
The highest number of enterprises 
in commerce was recorded in Italy, 
with more than one million 
enterprises or a fifth of the Union 
total. Next in the ranking in 
absolute numbers was Spain, 
followed by France, Germany and 
the United Kingdom. 
The breakdown between motor 
trade (NACE Rev. 1 50), wholesale 
trade (NACE Rev. 1 51) and retail 
trade (NACE Rev. 1 52) shows that 
retail trade accounted for the 
absolute majority of distributive 
trades' enterprises in all but two 
countries, Denmark and 
Luxembourg. In comparative terms, 
the three countries where retail 
trade accounted for the largest 
share of enterprises were 
Germany, Spain and Portugal, 
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with at least three-quarters of the 
distributive trades' enterprise 
population. 
National Accounts data show that 
employment shares in the whole 
economy were low in the Nordic 
economies of Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland and Sweden (between 12% 
and 13% of the total number of 
persons employed). The highest 
shares were recorded in Italy and 
the Netherlands (over 17% of the 
total). 
The breakdown of employment by 
activity showed that whilst the 
largest number of persons 
employed was found in Germany in 
wholesale and retail trade, the 
United Kingdom had the highest 
absolute number of persons 
employed in the activity of motor 
trade. 
In relative terms the lowest share of 
employment in motor trade was 
found in the Netherlands (less than 
11% of the distributive trades' 
total). Denmark reported the 
highest share of persons employed 
within wholesale trade, more than 
40% of the total. Within retail trade 
all countries reported more than 
50% of distributive trade 
employment, with the exception of 
Denmark, Finland, Austria and 
Luxembourg. 
In Italy, the average number of 
persons employed per enterprise 
was 2.3 in 1996 (for retail trade it 
was even lower at 2.1). This can be 
contrasted with the data for 
Germany and the United Kingdom 
where figures approaching an 
average of 10 persons per 
enterprise were recorded in retail 
trade, 8.9 in Germany. 
Furthermore, of the eighteen NACE 
Rev. 1 Groups where 1995 and 
1996 data existed for Germany, all 
eighteen reported that the average 
number of persons employed per 
enterprise was rising between 1995 
and 1996, an indication that 
concentration was continuing to 
increase. 
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(1) 1995 data for NACE Rev. 1 Divisions 50 and 51 . 
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(3) Provisional. 
(4) 1995 data. 
(5) 1995 data; NACE Rev. 1 Division 52 excludes Classes 52 12 and 52.31. 
Source: SBS 
Table 2: enterprise and employment indicators, 1996 
eurostat 24/1999 — Theme 4 — Statistics in focus 
Figures 2 to 4 show the breakdown 
of value added and employment 
between the three types of 
distribution. These figures are 
ranked by the share of employment 
for each NACE Rev. 1 Division. It is 
interesting to note that the share of 
value added for wholesale trade in 
the distributive trades' total 
exceeds the share of employment 
for each country (often by a 
substantial margin). The converse 
is always true within the activity of 
retail trade, whilst in motor trade 
the shares of value added and 
employment in the distributive 
trades' total were almost equivalent 
for each Member State. We may 
conclude at first sight that the 
activity of wholesale trade is 
therefore relatively more labour 
productive than the other two 
distributive activities. 
However, we may partly explain the 
low share of value added in retail 
trade by the high propensity to 
employ part-time labour within this 
industry. Indeed, some of the 
largest differentials between value 
added and employment existed in 
Denmark, the Netherlands and the 
United Kingdom, three countries 
where the share of part-time 
working is very high. It should be 
noted that the data presented do 
not take account of the number of 
hours worked and the employment 
data is not adjusted to full time 
equivalents (i.e. comparable 
number of hours worked by each 
person employed), with the result 
that the magnitude of retail trade 
employment is over-stated. 
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Figure 2: value added and number of persons employed, share in distributive 
trades'total, motor trade, 1996 (%) 
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Figure 3: value added and number of persons employed, share in distributive 
trades' total, wholesale trade, ¡996 (%) 
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Figure 4: value added and number of persons employed, share in distributive 
trades' total, retail trade, 1996 (%) 
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(8) 1995 dala; NACE Rev 1 Division 52 excludes Classes 52 12 and 52 31 ; Section G also excludes Group 51.1. 
(9) NACE Rev. 1 Division 52 excludes Group 52.7; Section G also excludes Groups 50.2 and 51 1. 
Source SBS 
Statistics in focus — Theme 4 — 24/1999 · eurostat 
Β D K ( 2 ) L ( 3 ) N L ( 4 ) P ( 3 ) S ( 5 ) UK IS (β) 
M o t o r t r a d e 
50 77 .1 
50.1 34.5 
50.2 25 .4 
50.3 10.6 
50.4 1.8 
50.5 4.8 
63 0 
27 8 
18.3 
5 1 
0 4 
1 1 .4 
81 8 
9 2 
71 2 
W h o l e s a l e t r a d e 
51 
5 1 . 1 
5 1 . 2 
51.3 
5 1 . 4 
51.5 
51.6 
51.7 
216 .5 
16.2 
7 0 
36 8 
58.0 
43.5 
47 4 
7.5 
169.0 
5 9 
10.5 
22.4 
33.8 
37 4 
53.2 
5.8 
52.8 
228 .9 
342 .8 
357 .4 
276 .8 
75.7 
4 1 8 . 0 
2 1 8 . 4 
100.8 
57.2 
12 3 
29 3 
27 1 
9 5 
7 1 
419.3 
78.3 
225 .1 
4 1 0 
17.7 
57 2 
5 8 
3 3 
0 5 
0 6 
0 1 
127.8 
82.3 
16 3 
16 3 
2 : 
10 7 
29 0 
7 3 
i o : 
6 1 
0.3 
5 1 
5 6 . 0 
2 3 1 
16.0 
6 0 
0 S 
10 1 
9 4 2 . 5 
6 0 . 0 
54 4 
1 7 6 . 1 
183.5 
1 9 5 . 2 
2 6 7 , 6 
5.7 
44 6 
i e 
1 3 
9 5 
4 7 
9 4 1 5 
2 7 5 . 6 
2 5 . 4 
165.1 
210.4 
1 4 6 . 3 
80 9 
37 8 
12.1 
0 6 
0 4 
2.8 
1 9 
2 8 
3 2 
0 4 
4 0 9 8 
33 5 
66 7 
94 1 
78 6 
1 14.2 
22.7 
74 4 
4 5 
1 Û 
6 9 
14.1 
15 7 
26 3 
5.4 
166 7 
7 6 
5 9 
20.4 
38 1 
44 9 
49 .0 
1.2 
49 8 
IS 1 
12.0 
4 5 
0 5 
14 8 
104 9 
3.5 
4 μ 
1 9 6 
21.4 
20 9 
35 7 
3.2 
R e t a i l t r a d e 
52 
5 2 . 1 
5 2 . 2 
5 2 . 3 
5 2 . 4 
5 2 . 5 
5 2 . 6 
5 2 . 7 
275 .7 
80 .3 
34 7 
18.0 
125 .3 
2.8 
10 7 
3 8 
193.9 
79.5 
16 9 
8 9 
81.7 
1.3 
1.9 
3 7 
873 .1 
178.7 
250 .4 
1.200.9 
7.7 
210.2 
120.7 1,437.9 
503.8 
102.1 
141.1 
569.2 
11.9 
B5 9 
30 7 
57 8 
10.2 
6.7 
43 0 
0.6 
0 8 
1.5 
329.2 
188.5 
84.4 
667.1 
4.0 
1 2 4 . 0 
4 0 . 8 
17 3 
4 4 
2 1 
0 9 
9 2 
0 1 
0 5 
0.2 
255 .6 314 .7 
2 1 3 . 3 
6 6 . 0 
20 0 
2 7 9 . 4 
5.5 
32 7 
7 7 
93 1 
45 0 
3 3 
7 I 
34 1 
0 5 
1 3 
1 8 
166 8 
64 0 
1 1 1 
10 6 
72 7 
0 6 
4 3 
3.5 
eco, 
ent and supplies. 
162 9 
59.9 
8.8 
7 5 
B0.1 
0.7 
3 2 
2 6 
(1) NACE Rev. 1 classif ication: 50 .1 : sale of motor vehicles; 50.2: maintenance and repair of motot vehicles; 50.3: sale ol moto, vehicles parts and accessories 
50.4: sale, maintenance and repair of motorcycles and related parts and accessories; 50.5: retail sale of automotive fuel; 
51.1 : wholesale on a fee or contract basis; 51.2: wholesale of agricultural raw materials and five animals: 51.3: wholesale of food, beverages and toba 
51.4: wholesale of household goods; 51.5: wholesale of non-agricultural intermediate products, waste and scrap; 51.6: wholesale of machinery, equip 
51.7: other wholesale; 52.1 : retail sale in non-specialised stores; 52.2: retail sale of food, beverages and tobacco in specialised stores; 
52.3: retail sale of pharmaceuticals and medical goods, cosmetic and toilet articles; 52.4: other retail sale of new goods in specialised stores 
52.5: retail sale of second-hand goods in stores; 52 6: retail sale not in stores; 52.7: repair of personal and household goods. 
(2) 1995 data for NACE Rev. 1 Divisions 50 and 51 . 
(3) Provisional. 
(4) 1995 data: NACE Rev. 1 Group 52.3 excludes Class 52.31 . 
(5) Number of employees instead of number of persons em ployed 
(6) ,995 data. 
Source: SBS 
Table 3: number of persons employed by activity, 1996 (thousands) (1) 
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Table 4: turnover and main indicators, 1996 
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Table 4 (continued): turnover and main indicators, 1996 
Turnover 
The share of the different NACE 
Rev. 1 Divisions in distributive 
trades' total turnover does not 
follow the pattern so far seen for 
the majority of indicators. 
Wholesale trade accounted for by 
far the largest share of turnover in 
every Member State. The 
measurement of turnover often 
proves difficult, as many items 
within wholesale trade are re-
traded and may subsequently be 
counted several times within the 
statistics presented. 
Average turnover per enterprise 
was (as we would expect) lower in 
countries with a large number of 
small enterprises. For example, the 
lowest figure for 1996 was 
recorded in Portugal (0.38 million 
ECU per enterprise for the whole of 
distributive trades). At the other 
extreme, it was no surprise to find 
that the highest average turnover 
per enterprise was in the United 
Kingdom (2.04 million ECU per 
enterprise). 
Turnover per person employed 
ranged between 112 thousand 
ECU per head in Portugal and 334 
thousand ECU per head in 
Luxembourg (for those countries 
providing data for the whole of 
distributive trade for 1996). 
Whilst the range of figures for 
motor trade followed a similar 
trend, turnover per head was 
generally higher in the activity of 
wholesale trade and lower in retail 
trade. Finland recorded the highest 
ratio in retail trade, Luxembourg in 
wholesale trade and Belgium in 
motor trade. In wholesale trade 
seven countries reported average 
turnover per person employed 
above 400 thousand ECU. 
Personnel costs, productivity and investment 
Value added as a share of turnover 
ranged from 12.5% in Luxembourg 
and Norway to over 15.5% in 
Austria and Italy for the whole of 
distributive trade. Looking in more 
detail at the breakdown of this ratio 
between the different activities, we 
find that the highest ratios were 
usually seen in retail trade and the 
lowest ratios in motor trade. Value 
added as a share of turnover rose 
to as high as 20.8% in Austria in 
retail trade, whilst the lowest ratios 
in motor trade were recorded in 
Belgium and Ireland, less than 
10%. Personnel costs usually 
accounted for less than 10% of 
total turnover across motor trade 
and wholesale trade (the only 
exceptions to this rule were Austria 
and Spain for motor trade). 
However, within the activity of retail 
trade, personnel costs accounted 
for a share in excess of 10% in all 
Member States (except Belgium, 
Italy and Portugal). Hence, within 
retail trade we find again that 
labour is of greater importance as 
an input compared to capital. It 
should be noted that data for 
personnel costs are measured in 
terms of the cost of employees and 
not the total number of persons 
employed. In Italy where less than 
half of the workforce were 
employees, the figures given will 
under-estimate the real cost of 
labour as the self-employed and 
family workers without a salary are 
not included in the calculation. 
In terms of labour productivity 
(measured by value added per 
person employed), Luxembourg 
and Finland had the highest values 
for the whole of distributive trades. 
By activity, wholesale trade 
recorded the highest labour 
productivity, with Luxembourg 
again leading the ranking, 
generating more than 60 thousand 
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value added per head. In retail 
trade, value added per person 
employed was much lower, the 
highest figures being recorded in 
Finland (nearly 34 thousand ECU 
per head). Wage adjusted labour 
productivity measures value added 
divided by personnel costs. We 
may "correct" the personnel costs 
by multiplying through by the 
number of persons employed over 
number of employees, so that the 
"true" size of the labour force is 
taken into account. This is 
particularly useful for correcting 
distributive trades' data, due to the 
large number of self-employed 
and family workers in the labour 
force. Using this adjusted figure we 
find that wholesale trade generally 
continued to report the highest 
labour productivity, whilst retail and 
motor trade had very similar ratios. 
The highest wage adjusted labour 
productivity was again found in 
Luxembourg for wholesale trade 
(as was the case for the measure 
of value added per person 
employed). 
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Table 5: personnel costs, productivity and investment indicators, 1996 
Further information 
This report is released at the same 
time as a complementary report on 
distributive trades within the 
Central European Countries 
(CECs). 
Eurostat and DG XXIII also release 
a yearbook and CD-ROM on 
commerce, called "Distributive 
Trades in Europe", the publication 
is foreseen for late 1999. 
For users interested in the main 
facts and figures, a tri-lingual 
pocket-book will be released at the 
same time. 
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